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x Continuing in my quest for the epistemological holy i 
iS Ss Benson and Griffith serve up a concise treatment of three common 
Q N epistemological models. The gist of this, and other epistemology 
SQ& articles, seems to be about trying to develop a curriculum that 
encourages higher levels of learning than memorization, 
7. and simple application. 
Benson and Griffith note: 
i. Our epistemological model differs from 
\ previous models most strikingly in its emphasis 
upon the process of knowing. 
\ NN They want to replace the typical direct cause-and-effect model 
with a "three-dimensional" approach to understanding historic 
JP? x events, for example. They espouse to the belief in "Relational 
yy Understanding." They want to place the event, the bit of 
a knowledge or learning in its relationship with other events or 
causes or effects. It's a bit like Prawat's "Contextualism" 
(Prawat, "Teacher's Belief's about Teaching and Learning"). 
Lv, Compared to the last several articles, this one is almost 
A boring in its balance and feasibility. This article would seem 
) to be a good starting place for teachers interested in 
\ 


understanding how epistemology or the "how we knowing" effects 


x our learning strategies. 
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This article will explore the relations between epistemology 
and curriculum and will presént an, epistemological model 
based on an alternative way offknowing. Rather than being- 
merely a prescribed set of teth dal skills, learning should en- 
compass the epistemological assumptions that underlie the pro- 
cess of knowing. This article is applicable to general education 
because it not only addresses students, for whom a curriculum 
is developed, but also asks Why teachers teach in the way they 
do. We are speaking to all educators. not just to those inter- 
ested in science or social studies. The.essence of our argument 
is important not only for classroom teachers and pupils but also 
for other interested stakeholder groups. Generally. we will ar- 
gue that it is critical for every individual to understand the 
intellectual foundation of knowing. Without this understand- 
ing, it is all too easy for individuals to lapse into technically 
driven ways of knowing. At issue is the question of the philo- 
sophical bases of curricula in:today’s schools and how those 
curricula tend to generate statit, absolute knowledge. The pro- 
cess of knowing is offered as.an alternative for a curriculum 
model that encourages self-knowing—knowing why we think 
and understand the world as we dg. It is a historical process 
linking ideas of the past to ideas of the present; it also allows us 
to understand the thoughts of our contemporaries by knowing 
how our own minds work.! The process of knowing calls for a 
change in educators understanding of the nature of knowledge 
with a resulting change in curriculum. 

First, we will discuss the epistemological models of positiv- 
ism, naive realism, and idealisn® in. relation to knowledge in 
schooling. Second, we will argue that if schooling continues 
with the foregoing foundation, static, absolutist. knowledge 
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results. Third, we argue for a curriculum model based on the 
process of knowing and point out its advantages. 


Epistemological Models 


The many epistemological models operating within our educay! 
tional system today can be seen to conform to a particula | 
paradigm: that knowing about x means Knowing how x oper 
ates. What is important in this system is how factual knowl] ¥ 
edge is accumulated and how the leagner uses those facts i | 
appropriate ways to sustain the note, In_ this paradigm! 
schooling too often becomes a process of memorizing facts ar 


F f iv 
static definitions rather than one of seeking to understand the 7¥ 


ways in which our minds work now or have worked in the , 
past. For example, if students were given a list of the per- ! 
ceived causes of World War I, the list should: represent the 
necessary and sufficient conditions for understanding that’ 
event. The list of perceived causes of World War I would 
include the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand. In many 
classrooms this evgnt alone is taught as the cause of the con+ 
flict. To promote’ fuller understanding of the causes of the 
war, we would include asking why particular events occurred. 
For instance, why did a group of terrorists,” called the Black 
Hand, want to assassinate the archduke? Related to this quey 
tion would be, Why were armies put in a state of readiness 
prior to the assassination? In order to understand the process 
of knowing. we need to ask an ongoing set of why questions. 
The educators’ role at all levels is to create the oppRgrtunity 
for why questions to be asked so that learning can occur. 
Without why questions, knowledge becomes static. absolutist. 
and imposed. 


Positivism _ 
Of the many epistemological models currently found in forn al 
education, positivism, often in its most basic and extre 
forms, is still prevalent. Although positivism is rarely directly, 
espoused in courses of study in schools or in teacher educatio 
programs, the belief that all knowledge is quantifiable, measur- 


able, and testable persists within the foundational assumptions 
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should be concerned with how we understand the process of 
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the development of ideas and how we fit into that process. For 
) example, taking action against a racist and oppressive govern- 
ment is meaningful only if we put the situation in context. On 


éthe other hand, knowledge separated frony context’ becomes 


‘ 


| 


abstract and is easy to disiniss., For example, if the present 
condition of Native Americins is considered within the content 
of ongoing European intervention, then reflecting on these con- 
ditions indicates that we are colltétively involved in misrepre- 
senting people by using Leoyst iF language. However. if we 
abstract the culture of Native Americans through technical lan- 
guage, We separite ourselves front the ways in which Native 
Americans know and undergtind the world. 

Our epistemological model differs fram previous models most 


i yd in its emphasis upon the process of knowing. The trans- 
ib 


wWission of ideas from one person to another or from one age to 
f other has no absolute beginning orend: rather, the process is 


+ ntered around self-knowledge. Our knewledge should reflect 


ir interactions among ourselves and others. We do this by 
asking why,questions—wihy something happens. This kind of 
fice to stimulates the creation of self-knowledge and allows 
us to use such tools a8 analogies and metaphors in teaching and 
learning in order to understand the world. It also evokes the 
need. for holistic ideas that hdlp us understand the world in 
cont&t—ideas that fill the enormous gap between what learn- 
ing describes and what we experience ‘as sensitive, thinking hu- 
Sings. Assuming the position that education is a process in 
whic students actively credte both historical and contemporane- 
wledge. our model helps students become aware of them- 
s responsible thinkers and knowers. In this way this arti- 
partly philosophical and partly practical. It expresses our 
conviction that school curricula njust be changed so that static, 
absolutist Knowledge is no longer the only valid form of knowl- 
edge in the classroom. + , 
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Stati¢ Knowing in Curriculum 


In 1985 Peter Fersham addressed the question of what kind of 
science is to be taught and to whom. The “science-for-all” de- 
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bate has broad implications for schooling. Most pomtedly it ts: 
What should we teach? For example. is it important for Liw- 
vers, judges, and politicians to understand the screntihe basis 
and technical application of the Borkhenstein breathstlyzer ap- 
paratus in order to assess the condition of drunk drivers and 
also to formulate kiws?* The basic rationale of the scrence-fe . 
all movement is well intentioned.” the general argument bee 
that science courses are elitist because they are designed els 


small percentage of students who will continue in the field f 


postsecondary institutions.” The point is made that no matt 
what occupation or position one tikegin society all sae 
tomorrow's decision makers, need td be well informed abgut 
science. - ly 
On the surface this argument is sound and justified. Bug? 
when we examine science-for-all courses, we find that many of 
them are still highly content-oriented.s As a result. science 
instruction in all probability will continue in the traditional 
manner of teaching wherein knowledge is static and Knowing 
involves no more than accumulating and disgorging intorma- 
tion. What is lacking in both the old and new approaches Is a 
curriculum based in. epistemology, one in which the process of 
knowing is expressed through relational understanding. 
Relational Understanding 
Richard Skemp makes a useful distinction between instrumgn- 


“tal and relational understanding.” Instrumental understanding, 


is the possession and application of “rules-without-reason.” 
whereas relational understanding involves the re of ine 
formation without discerning meaning. In calculus | ys possible 
to differentiate expressions suchas 6x? to [Sw through a me- 
chanical process and arrive at an appropriatecinsw er, However. 
We can arrive at the answer simply by following the equation, 
We do not need to understanding in order to perform the oper: 
tion. This is‘the kind of understanding that is encouraged in 
today’s schools when positivism, naive realism. oF ideajism 
form the foundation of the curriculum. In contrist. relatagd 
understanding provides a meaningful context for underst 
ing concepts and their relationships. Relational understandjng 
is tentative, however, in that relationships are net permanent, 
they are open to change oF abandonment. Relational under- 
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knowing. Through it, meaning is ‘developed by communicating 
| ictbas In content. 

y place of a traditional curriculum that encourages static 
kdwledge and instrumental understanding, we suggest a cure 
ritblum based on a process of Knowing that results in relational 

- ungerstanding. ry 4 
r { t. ay 
, An Alternative Model of Knowing in Curriculum 


A 
In contrast to current: models of curriculum, we suggest a 
nodel that emphasizes the tle; ining of skills and concepts 
“4 /within a framework of ideas and principles Where relationships 
\ are identified across domains} of knowledge. This model fo- 
cuseg op the form and content of knowledge and on such ques- 
|| tom as What is knowkedgs? How do our world views influ- 
Hee knowledge? Why and haw is knowledge created? Why 
| does Knowledge change? ? and, Why. does knowledge convey 
q certain meanings? Po 
f The curriculum is organized dround the process of knowing, 
the nature of knowledge, and on relational understanding so 
that students arrive at self- knowledge by understanding the 
relationships among concepts. ‘Students are expected to relate 
\ and interrelate the form and co tent of knowledge of one area 
| With another. For example, we vould ask students a w/ty ques- 
tion: What were the social, political. economic, and religious 
factors that influenced the scientific work dow by a group of 
biologists in Berlin in 1848?! Students would be asked to de- 
velop relationships between the form and content of science 
and history though a question suct:as: Was the work of the 
German physiological reductionists Emil Du Bois-Reymond, 
Ernst Bracke, Herman von Helmholtz. and Rudolf Virchow 
influenced by the political absolutism and religious conserva- 
'  tism of the European revolution of 1848? If so, why? 
The teacher's role in such a curriculum becomes one of facili- 
, tator and questioner rather than‘a transmitter of information. 
The intention is to. have the teacher raise questions for discus- 
| sion. ,The student's role becomes one of questioner, synthe- 
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i standing is the result of coming to, terms with the process of 
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sizer, and analyst. Students are to be critical and question tle 
epistemological foundations of the Knowledge presented. Thy ts < 
are to be self-critical about the way in which they come t — : 
understand and reflect upon the process they use to know, 
Consequently, in this curriculum model Knowing is more than 
being able to recite a litany of dry: dusty facts: itis a historical 
process in which students become aware of how they know, 

The difference between our model and current curricula iy 
founded on a conviction that interests, intents, and style ¢ 
teaching change when the process of Knowing becomes a focu 
Teachers by necessity shift from a transmission mode of conte: 
to asking why questions, and this encourages relauional unde 
standing. The key focus for teachers is to make students eat 
of why they create relationships amongselected aspects of co 
structed reality. In this way, students establish relationshi 5 
between previous experiences and present experience. at ; 

Students are encouraged to-make connections among ideas! 
that signify the cultural influence on those ideas. The signing ist * 
pointing toward the ways in which the students” ideas devel- 
oped; it also points to‘how they come to understand. In this: 
way the understanding is relational because of the connections 
made. A measure of this understanding is a student's ability to 
communicate coherent conceptions of the relationships or con- 
nections, use a repyoned argument to account for the connee- 
tions that were made, and be able to relate past ideas to present 
ideas, as well as relating one person's ideas to those of others. 

It is possible for students in any field to learn about the Pe 
shape of knowledge because a dialectical continuum links the: 
past to the present. This dialectic is centered in the ingiv idual’s 
ability to know herself. Usually it centers around thasking of 
why questions, which frame intentions and focus on tHe specitic os 
process of knowing why and the refore how knowledge OF 
ided$. has changed from the past to the present. This process. 

enables students to understand how the mind works, or how aS 
person comes to know. If language. worldview, and absolute ©) 
presuppositions are similar from one person to another, then p> ~ 
one is able to understand how that other person thinks. Theres “| 
{ 


fore, understanding is possible both vertically (historical Knyg 
ing) and laterally (contemporaneous Knowing). - 
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